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			For Danny Boy

		


		
			A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			Although this book is the third in the ‘Traveler’ series, it is written entirely from Anselm’s point of view. In some ways, it might be considered a prequel of the two other novels.

		


		
			PROLOGUE
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			“Father.” He thrashed in the darkness, desperate to outrun the towering wall of flames that sought to consume him. Closer and closer it came. Encircling him. Stealing the very air from his lungs, slowly searing his flesh. “Father!”

			“Ssh. I am here, son.” A strong hand closed about his fingers, stilling their frantic twitching. “Hush now. Rest.”

			The gentleness of the man’s voice calmed him, and he sensed the menace of the flames retreating. Could it really be Father? He was too exhausted to open his eyes and find out. No. It must be a dream. Seth hated him and would never speak so tenderly. Not to him.

			But the father of his fevered imaginings seemed not to realize he was but part of a dream, for he continued to speak.“C-Can he hear us, do you think?”

			“Perhaps.” A woman. Someone old and familiar.“Speak to him, lad,” she urged. “Call him back from the Road of the Ancestors.”

			“Anselm. Anselm...?”

			Too late. A momentary distraction was all it took for the flames to envelop him again. As they bore him away, he screamed in silence, writhing in the agony of their lethal caress.

			Father!

			But this time no one came to his aid.

		


		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			Edgeway castle: Then.

			 

			“Anselm?” A gentle hand shook his shoulder, summoning him from the depths of a heavy slumber. “Anselm! Wake up, sweeting.” ’Twas the urgency in Mother’s voice—usually so calm and unruffled—that finally roused him.

			Surely it could not be morning again so soon?

			Reluctantly, he forced his eyes open, wincing and blinking at the brilliant dazzle of candlelight. This discomfort was enough to assure him that the moon still reigned the sun. He rubbed a fist into each sleep-crusted socket. “Wh-What is it, Mother?” he asked with a jaw-cracking yawn.

			“We must go,” she whispered. “Now!”

			In the middle of the night? “Where?”

			“Ask me no questions, minikin. Come now. Hop out of bed and get dressed. We must make haste.”

			Still half asleep, he stumbled from his cozy cot, shivering as his bare toes touched the chilly wooden floor. Mother handed him his trews and boots and then helped him into them, fastening them for him when his fingers proved clumsy and slow.

			At last he was ready. Mother threw a cloak about his shoulders and tied it securely beneath his chin. Anselm snuggled into the warmth of the garment’s thick woolen folds.

			“Come,” Mother whispered and, taking him by the hand, she pulled him toward the door.

			Something was most definitely amiss. Mother was still in her night wear, her fair hair still bound in the thick braid she habitually wore for bed. As she moved, the toes of her riding boots poked out from beneath the hem of her long white night gown.

			“Will you not change first?” he asked.

			“There is not time,” she replied, grabbing her plainest cloak from its peg behind the door. After pulling the drab gray garment carelessly about her shoulders, she raised its deep hood, concealing the brightness of her hair. Then she snatched up a small bundle that sat in readiness on a chest beside the main door and thrust it into his hands. “Hold on to this for me, would you, sweeting?”

			Silently, Anselm obeyed, and he hugged the heavy bundle close to his chest. Whatever was she doing? Was it some kind of game?

			Slowly, Mother opened the outer door and took a cautious peep into the corridor beyond. “All is well,” she said at length, turning to him with a smile that seemed forced and over-bright for the occasion. Her eyes shone silver in the candlelight and seemed much too large for her small, pale face. “Are you ready, my son?” She picked up the candleholder and held the flame aloft.

			He hardly knew, but he nodded anyway.

			Hand in hand, they stepped out into the silent corridor that lay beyond the door of their private rooms. Bidding him to tread quietly, Mother dragged him behind her, shushing him when he stumbled and began to protest that she was moving too quickly for his short legs to keep up.

			They reached the door that led to the servants’ staircase. The hinges gave a loud creak of protest as she opened it. Mother winced and glanced fearfully about them.

			Anselm was more puzzled than ever. Why was she so scared? The castle was their home. What did she have to fear?

			Apparently satisfied that no one had heard, she ushered him inside the dark stairwell. “Have a care you do not stumble,” she hissed. “Wait. Let me go first.”

			With the candle bobbing like a will-o’-the-wisp before them, they descended into the steep, echoing darkness.

			Anselm shivered and clutched her fingers more tightly. He had always hated this staircase. The older boys of the castle were fond of frightening the younger children with the most terrifying ghostly tales. One of their favorite stories was that of a vengeful phantom who was said to roam this very place. In life, the troubled soul had reputedly broken his neck after being pushed down the stairwell by the hand of an unseen foe. During the day it was easy to dismiss the tale as nonsense, but during the hours of darkness the wild imaginings of his mind were far more difficult to master.

			“W-Where are we going?” Quietly spoken as they were, his words ricocheted off the thick stone wall.

			“On an adventure. Now hush!”

			An adventure? At any other time he might have been thrilled by the prospect, but he was still worn out from the events of the day which he had spent wandering the moors in the company of Vadim, the earl’s only son and Anselm’s greatest friend.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Rumor had it a rogue stag was in the vicinity. An unnaturally large and fearsome beast that was terrorizing the local herds. Iron Heart, the huntsmen had dubbed him on account of his wild, bold spirit.

			Of course, with such a name as this, the boys longed to see this legendary creature for themselves.

			They had searched all day, wandering the moors for miles, only returning home at sunset, bright cheeked and laughing, their stomachs clawing with hunger. But apart from a few false sightings—usually the branches of some stunted moorland tree—their hunt had been mainly unsuccessful. Undeterred, they were already planning another outing for the following day. Until then, Iron Heart must remain the stuff of legend.

			But their plans had to be set aside, for their mothers were waiting for them, standing together like fair sentries outside of the main gate, shielding their eyes and frowning into the setting sun. When they sighted their two errant sons plodding breathlessly back up the steep hill that led to the castle, their anxious expressions slid into matching smiles of relief. With cries of “My darling boy!” and “Where have you been until such an hour?” their mothers raced to meet them.

			The tenderness of his mother’s embrace did not fool Anselm one jot. As sure as night followed day, trouble was on its way. And if he knew Mother, he would not have to wait long before it found him.

			Sure enough, once the hugs and kisses had been dispensed with, the scolding began.

			Mother’s rages, rare as they were, were fortunately soon spent—if he could only keep hold of his tongue. Past experience dictated that silence was a far more effective defense than any attempt to argue with her. Feigning penitence, he stared at a clump of stunted grass growing at his feet while Sylvie’s harsh words rained down in an angry torrent upon his bowed head.

			Sure enough, just as he had predicted, the storm was soon over. “I’m sorry,” he said, flinging his arms about her waist the moment Sylvie paused for breath. “I did not mean to worry you. Can you forgive me?”

			The angry clouds marring her face instantly dispersed, banished by the warmth of her smile. “Forgive you? Of course I do, you silly boy.” She stroked a lock of tangled hair away from his face and planted a kiss on top of his head. “Whatever am I to do with you, hmm?”

			Anselm grinned and hugged her until she squealed for mercy and began giggling like a young girl. He gave a sigh of relief, safe in the knowledge that the whipping she had promised him would certainly never transpire.

			They set off for home, heading back over the wooden drawbridge together, and toward the hot supper that awaited them. While Mother chatted with the countess, Anselm chanced a sideways glance at Vadim.

			His friend grinned back at him, his dark eyes twinkling with mischief and merriment. Despite the prettily worded apology he had given his own mother, his face displayed not a trace of remorse now. Tomorrow, Vadim mouthed. At first light.

			Anselm nodded, his stomach already bubbling with the anticipation of yet another exciting day. But this time he planned to raid the kitchens before they set out; he was a dolt not to have thought of it before. After all, supplies were vital to the success of any expedition. That way, if the weather remained fine, they might spend the whole night out of doors without needing to return to the castle at all.

			Humming to himself, Anselm began compiling a list of things they might need. It would be heaven to spend the night outside, far from the watchful eyes of their parents. With the canopy of stars serving as their roof, and plump heather clouds for beds, they would both be as comfortable as kings.

			In truth, it did not matter to Anselm whether they sighted the stag or not. To be with Vadim was enough—not that he would ever admit such an unmanly sentiment out loud! Even the dullest days held the potential for a grand adventure with Vadim as his companion. Tomorrow promised to be another exciting day, no matter what it had in store.

			Well worth the price of another scolding.

		


		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			The boys had barely begun eating—almost nodding off into their pottage, they were so weary by now—when the herald announced the arrival of an unexpected guest. All conversation ceased, and every head turned expectantly.

			As the doors swung open, a blast of cold night air rushed in, dispersing the comfortable, drowsy warmth of the great hall and rousing Anselm from the stupor he had so gradually begun to slip into. A moment later, Lord Godric, cousin of Erik, the newly crowned king of the Norlands, swept inside, his handsome face wreathed with smiles. “Good evening to you, one and all!”

			It soon became apparent that Godric did not travel alone. Following in his wake were a dozen of his finest fighting men.

			Anselm immediately sat up a little straighter, all tiredness forgotten. The quick bite of supper he had expected now looked set to be a much lengthier affair.

			As Lord Godric passed by their board, he happened to notice the boys sitting on their bench and he paused to speak to them. “How fare you this fine night, you pair of young scoundrels?” He winked at Anselm as he ruffled Vadim’s hair with a careless gloved hand. “I hope you have been practicing your footwork as I instructed?”

			Vadim smiled up at him, his admiration for Godric glowing from the depths of his dark eyes. “Every morning, my lord.” The slight tremble in his voice betrayed the excitement he strove, and failed, to conceal.

			Anselm smiled politely, and making a small sound of disgust, he glanced away. Vadim’s infatuation with the king’s cousin was almost more than he could stomach, especially at such close quarters. Why must he fawn over him so? It was so embarrassing.

			Ever since Lord Godric had begun courting Lissy—Vadim’s older sister—Vadim was forever fawning about after the man. Of course, as all good friends were wont to do, Anselm took great delight in teasing him about his infatuation at every opportunity until, eventually, Vadim learned not to sing the praises of his hero too loudly, especially not within earshot of his friend.

			For himself, Anselm had little interest in the king’s cousin. Oh, he was a pleasant enough fellow, to be sure, and he would often spend time tutoring them in the proper use of their wooden swords. But beyond that, Lord Godric was just another finely dressed nobleman.

			His knights, however, were another matter entirely.

			The arrival of these magnificently attired warriors banished all traces of Anselm’s former fatigue. Propping his elbow on the table, he rested his chin on his hand, sighing at the sight of such fine and lordly men, and gazing at them in much the same way as Vadim now regarded Lord Godric.

			Clad in matching surcoats of the brightest scarlet, the knights marched inside the hall, the musical chink and jingle of the mail they wore beneath accompanying each highly polished boot-step. But best of all were the mighty swords they carried at their sides, each weapon sheathed in a finely wrought scabbard and hanging from the most ornately-crafted belt.

			Anselm let out another sigh; he just could not help himself. How could anyone be unmoved by such a splendid vision? The knights were worthy of his sincere admiration, unlike boring Lord Godric. One day, Anselm vowed, no matter what it took, he would become one of their mighty number.

			Giving Vadim’s hair one last careless ruffle, Lord Godric moved on, heading swiftly for the top table. As he walked, his scarlet cloak trailed behind him, dragging up floor rushes in his wake.

			“Greetings, m’lord!” Godric called out to the earl. “I do hope my late arrival is not too much of an imposition.”

			The earl rose slowly from his seat, his hands tightly gripping the wooden arms as though it was an effort to stand. “Not at all, m’lord. You are always welcome... all of you.” But Lord Edgeway’s facial expression was much less welcoming than his words. “Please,” he said with a gracious sweep of his arm, “find yourselves a seat and take your ease.”

			While the knights squeezed themselves into spaces on the lower benches, the king’s cousin mounted the three steps that led to the top table.

			Lord Edgeway’s smile of greeting looked unusually strained, frosty even. ’Twas hardly more than a baring of teeth—a habit peculiar to all polite adult society, particularly when a person was forced into conversation with someone they secretly despised. Or so Anselm had observed.

			After the briefest of handshakes, the earl resumed his seat and gestured to Lord Godric to take the chair to his left, the place where the countess had been sitting only moments before.

			Anselm frowned. Where had she disappeared to? Wherever it was, she must have spirited Lissa away with her, for her daughter’s place was empty too. Only a golden goblet and a discarded napkin proved she had ever been there at all.

			After calling to the servants to bring more wine and fresh plates, Lord Edgeway turned to his guest. “Your usual room is prepared as always. Your men will be happy to bed down in here for the night, I hope?”

			“There is no need to trouble yourself on that account, m’lord,” Godric said with another of his charming smiles. “We have already begun setting up camp outside the castle walls.”

			“Oh?” The earl leaned back in his chair and regarded his guest thoughtfully. To be sure, this was a most unusual breach of hospitality.

			“I know how this must seem, but regrettably, duty demands that I make an early start on the morrow, and I would be loath to disturb anyone at such an uncivilized hour.” Lord Godric laid a heavily bejewelled hand upon his host’s arm. “No, m’lord. The warmth of your gracious hall, and a hot supper is all I require... for now.”

			Slowly, the hum of conversation resumed, and one by one the diners returned to their suppers. But not Anselm. He was much too distracted to think of food, but to his annoyance, he found he could no longer hear the conversation between the earl and his guest.

			He disliked riddles of every kind, possessing neither the patience nor the skill with which to unravel their clever and infuriatingly subtle clues. They were, in his opinion, an irritating and pointless diversion—although the majority of the castle’s population seemed to disagree.

			The events at the top table were much like a riddle, and a complex one at that. But with only the vaguest of clues and hints to assist him, he had little hope of ever fathoming it.

			The disappearance of the countess and her daughter niggled at him like a task he had forgotten to do but could not recall. Where had the ladies vanished to so suddenly, and why? They must have left in a great hurry, probably while he had been distracted by Lord Godric’s knights.

			As always, Father sat at Lord Edgeway’s right hand. Not only was Seth the castle’s steward, but he was the earl’s most trusted friend too, and as such was privy to all of his closest concerns. Even from this distance, Anselm easily read the irritation on Father’s ruddy face, for he glared at Lord Godric, his eyes flashing naked hostility, a far cry from the laughing, merry giant who tucked him into bed each night.

			At that moment, the jongleur picked up his lute and began coaxing a soft and tender melody from its strings. ’Twas probably in honor of Lord Godric, for the tune was one he particularly favored. Anselm grimaced, caring nothing for such sickly sweet love songs.

			He glanced about, hoping to find someone who might help him to interpret the frosty atmosphere at the top table, but his dining companions were too engaged with eating and conversation. Of them all, only Vadim seemed to share his distraction, but he appeared disinclined to talk, for he stared down into his bowl, his long, dark hair hanging about his face in a veil that shielded him from the attention of his supper companions.

			With a sigh, Anselm returned his attention to the top table. Lord Godric was still talking, and seemed as relaxed and genial as always. The earl sat tight lipped beside him, speaking little, nodding occasionally, and frequently raising his goblet to his lips. ’Twas hard to believe that only a few short days ago these men had been friends, but now not a trace of that former warmth remained.

			Anselm shivered. It was as if someone had poured a jug of cold spring water down his back. Since Lord Godric’s arrival, a pall seemed to have settled on the company, tainting everything it touched. Even the jongleur’s song sounded forced and unnatural, and although the fire still roared and blazed in the hearth, it seemed to have lost much of its heat. Even the myriad of flickering candles could not dispel all of the shadows from the hall. The very air slithered with icy undercurrents, like snakes he could not see, only feel.

			Had Grandmother been there, doubtless she would have viewed this as a portent of some impending catastrophe, but she was peculiar in that way—more witch than woman, according to some. But even he, a lad of nine summers, could scent the bitter tang of danger in the air.

			Had this something to do with Lissa and Lord Godric? Until very recently, the fair couple had been inseparable. Indeed, they were seldom apart, always laughing and talking together, sharing the kind of intimacy that made a third person feel like the spare wheel of a cart. On several occasions, they had even managed to give their chaperone the slip, and rode away from the castle before anyone could stop them. Hours later they returned, their eyes glowing as they looked upon one another, locked in private remembrance. Every touch, every glance exchanged a secret only known to themselves.

			Perhaps the gossips were right. Maybe they were lovers, as the castle’s rumor mill claimed—not that Anselm completely understood what the term lovers meant. Much of his information on the subject of intimacy came via the older boys, and their information was never to be trusted. But if continually gazing at one another in a soppy manner was any indication of this mysterious state, Lissa and Godric were most certainly guilty as charged.

			Whatever it was, the gossips predicted the announcement of a spring wedding any day now. Even in the town of Edgeway, the rumor seemed to have taken root, for Lissa and her handsome Lord Godric were the talk of the market place.

			From the corner of his eye, Anselm noticed Vadim was violently prodding his spoon into the remainder of his congealing pottage.

			“Where did Lissa go?” Anselm asked, jabbing him with his elbow when he did not receive an immediate response.

			Vadim looked up, his scowl identical to the one his father wore.

			“Well?” Anselm demanded. “Has there been a falling out between her and Lord Godric?”

			Vadim shrugged and looked away, but not quickly enough. The sudden flash in his dark eyes had betrayed him. As he gripped his spoon, his knuckles were white and pronounced, a subtle sign that relayed a silent tale.

			Whatever was going on, Vadim knew about it too. A ball of hot anger flared within Anselm’s chest. How could he keep such a secret from him—his very best friend?

			“Ah! So there has been a quarrel,” he said, adopting a teasing manner to conceal his hurt. “What about? The size of her dowry?”

			“Leave it alone, Anselm!” Vadim snarled, dropping his spoon with such a clatter that several people turned to look in their direction. “’Tis none of your concern.” The soft note of warning his voice contained was unfamiliar, and the way his eyes glinted so dangerously in the torchlight made Anselm’s stomach pitch. For a brief moment, he glimpsed the man his friend would one day become. Vadim was usually so calm and unruffled, endlessly patient, and always a little too kind, in his opinion. But in that instant, Anselm knew he would never again mistake kindness for weakness.

			“As you will,” he replied with a shrug, acutely aware that people were listening to them. “I thought we were friends, but it seems I was mistaken. Keep your secrets, then. I want no part of them, or you.” Wounded as he was, he had to at least try and save face, for Vadim was making him look bad in front of their friends, and that would never do.

			The jongleur struck up a popular canzo, and Anselm turned away, pretending to listen, but in truth, the music was naught but a meaningless jumble of sound. Despite his words to the contrary, he had no intention of leaving anything alone. Sooner or later, he would unearth the truth.

			The climate up at the top table did not look to have improved either. Father continued to glower in Lord Godric’s direction, his complexion perfectly matching the bright-red color of his hair, and Lord Edgeway’s black eyebrows were still knitted together in a fierce scowl. Only Lord Godric seemed at ease. Goblet in hand, he leaned back in his chair, grinning amiably at his host and his red-faced steward.

			Damn them all!

			Cursing—albeit inside his own head—made Anselm feel slightly better. He would never dare repeat such words within earshot of his parents, of course. Nor while surrounded by so many people who would delight in reporting back his careless words. No. Silent cursing was his secret act of rebellion.

			Vadim stood up somewhat abruptly. After politely wiping his mouth with his napkin in a manner that Anselm’s mother would have heartily approved of, he bowed to his fellow dining companions. “Forgive me, but this has been a long day. Good night, my friends.” Then, without sparing Anselm so much as a glance, he strode from the hall, almost tripping over one of his father’s hunting dogs that lounged by the fire in his haste.

			Open mouthed, Anselm stared at his friend’s departing back. “Whatever can be wrong with him?” he muttered, directing the comment to no one in particular. “He is in a most peculiar mood.”

			“Indigestion, perhaps?” suggested Mary, the young daughter of one of Edgeway’s knights. She was a pretty little thing, all bright-blond curls and wide blue eyes, forever moping around after Vadim.

			“Aye. Brought on by the appearance of Lord Godric, no doubt,” her brother, Richard, said with a snort of amusement.

			“Why?” Anselm regarded the stocky lad through narrowed eyes. “What have you heard?”

			Richard glanced over his shoulder then leaned across the table toward him. “Lissa is with child,” he said in a low voice.

			“What?” Anselm gaped, shocked to his very roots, but somehow, deep within his heart, he knew Richard spoke the truth.

			“Hush!” Richard cast another hasty look over his shoulder. “Lower your voice or I shall say no more.”

			Lissa was pregnant? Anselm exhaled hard and, with effort, managed to contain his surprise. Now it all made sense. No wonder Lord Edgeway and his family were behaving so oddly. “B-But—?”

			“Oh please, do not ask me how, ” Richard said in that infuriating superior manner all the older boys seemed to possess. “If you do not know the answer to that by now, you must look to someone else to rectify that particular deficit in your education.”

			“That is not what I was about to say,” Anselm replied heatedly. He needed no such schooling, especially if the lesson were to be delivered by such a pompous prig as Richard. But because he wanted more information, he forced himself to remain polite. “Lord Godric is the father, I presume?”

			“You presume correctly, my young friend.” Richard leaned even closer until their heads were almost touching, and Anselm could smell the overwhelming stench of onions on his breath. “You really did not know.” ’Twas a statement, not a question. “But I thought Vadim told you everything.”

			“Not this.” Not that Anselm blamed him. After all, a child born out of wedlock reflected shame upon the entire family. It was certainly nothing to brag about. A sudden pang of sympathy twisted his heart. Poor Vadim.

			Silently, he sent up a quick prayer of thanks he was an only child. Truly, he was blessed. for Seth and Sylvie continually showered him with all the love and affection a boy could ever want. There was never any need for him to compete for their attention, not like many of his friends, those born into large families, were forced to do.

			Siblings were always bad news, especially those of the female variety. Troublesome creatures.

			“So why is he here?” Anselm asked, jerking his head in Lord Godric’s direction. “To ask for her hand in marriage?” ’Twas only right that he should do the honorable thing, especially after stealing Lissa’s maidenhood.

			“Oh, but he already has,” Mary said. Apparently she had been eavesdropping on their murmured conversation. “Several times, in fact.”

			Indeed? So why was Lord Edgeway’s face currently as sour as week-old milk?

			“Aye,” Richard said, darting a glare at his little sister. “But apparently, Lord Edgeway has refused him every time.”

			Refused him? That made no sense. Why would he not leap at the chance to preserve his family’s good reputation?

			Richard must have read his thoughts. “It turns out the king’s young cousin has a dark side to his character—a most unpleasant nature that none of us guessed at. Well, not until recently, anyway.” The older boy looked toward the top table again. “By all accounts—” Richard’s voice was by now so hushed that Anselm had to stare at his thick, glistening lips in order to make out his words “—not only is our fine lord a hardened womanizer, but it appears he has a penchant for death and torture too. For murder!”

			Another chill rippled through Anselm’s blood.

			“Anyone careless enough to voice their dissatisfaction with our new king within Lord Godric’s earshot had better watch out,” Richard continued. “For the heads of some of our most powerful noble families have already... disappeared.”

			“Oh, surely not?” Anselm stared at the king’s cousin, unable to believe such terrible tidings. Lord Godric certainly did not look like a murderer. To be sure, he was a little boring on occasion, but in all other respects, he was the epitome of a handsome knight; everything, in fact, that Anselm aspired to be: tall and lean-limbed, with a full head of golden hair that flowed about his handsome face, and still in possession of all his own teeth. Even his voice was attractive. No. Richard must be mistaken. “If what you say is true, would it not make more sense for Lord Edgeway to consent to the marriage?”

			“What do you mean?” Richard picked up his tankard and took a sip of his ale.

			“Well, if Lord Godric were to become his son-in-law, surely the union of their two families would secure the future safety of all Edgeway’s lands and people.”

			Richard snorted into his tankard, spraying droplets of ale about the table. “Can you really be so naive?” he asked, dabbing his mouth with his napkin. “Do you honestly believe it would stop there?” The older boy shook his head. “You may walk and talk like a man, my friend, but your words betray your lack of years. If you believe fair Lissa is Lord Godric’s only target, then you are much more foolish than I thought.”

			Anselm glowered at the older boy, suddenly feeling small and stupid.

			“But I will tell you this much,” Richard continued, wagging a plump finger in Anselm’s face. “If Godric gets a toe-hold in Edgeway, none of us will be safe. He will not stop until he has taken everything. Well, not according to my father.”

			This was all too incredible to be borne. “Do you honestly expect me to believe such a poisonous tale?”

			Richard shrugged. “Suit yourself. I care not either way. Just consider yourself warned.” With that, he put down his tankard and returned his attention to his meat platter.

			Anselm sat in silence, trying to digest all that he had learned. However much he disliked Richard, the fact remained that Sir Wilhelm—Richard’s father—was a worthy man, certainly not one prone to spreading lies. Had Richard really spoken the truth? Indeed, there was nothing in his manner to suggest otherwise, and his little sister had unwittingly backed up all of his terrible accusations. Perhaps they had misinterpreted some overheard conversation between their parents?

			At that moment, Lord Edgeway turned and his eyes locked with Anselm’s, only for the briefest of moments, but quite long enough for fear’s icy breath to caress the back of his neck, making his skin prickle and his hair stand up on end.

			Chilled to his bones, Anselm rubbed his hands vigorously up and down his arms. The wrinkled face of his paternal grandmother came to him, unbidden, filling his mind’s eye. She was smiling and nodding, and Anselm knew only too well what this meant. Had he inherited it, as Ma kept on insisting he had? The gift—or curse—of The Sight.

			Nonsense. He gave himself a mental shake. The Sight had no more substance than the Realm of the Fey. A draft was responsible for his shivers, nothing more. Even the most modern of castles were prone to them, particularly on windy nights such as this. Someone must have left a door open somewhere.

			At that moment, Mother descended upon him. “Time for bed, sweeting,” she said, gently stroking his tousled hair.

			“Oh, Mother!” Anselm jerked his head out of her reach. Why must she embarrass him in front of his friends? He scowled at Richard, who was battling, rather unsuccessfully, to keep his mirth in check. The other boys were grinning too, and even the girls seemed amused, although they, at least, took more care to hide their smiles.

			“Really, I am not in the least bit tired,” he protested, stifling the sudden urge to yawn. “Let me stay up a little longer. Please?”

			But for once, Sylvie did not heed his wheedling as she usually did, and instead, she hauled him from his bench. “Now.” He was about to object again but his words died unsaid on his lips. He followed her gaze and saw that it was fixed on Father, still seated in his place at the top table. Seth was staring back at her, and the intensity of his gaze startled him. It was as if his parents were communicating, exchanging secret messages with their eyes. Messages no one else could read.

			Father gave an almost imperceptible nod, and Mother sent him a tight-lipped smile in return.

			“Come along, Anselm,” she muttered, her eyes still fixed on Father.

			“Goodnight, sweeting!” Richard and two of his cronies chorused in unison, their breaking voices attempting to mimic the light delicacy of a female voice. One lad, Evan, even blew him a kiss!

			Insolent pig! White-hot anger flared within Anselm’s chest, and without pausing to think of the consequences, he grabbed a handful of soggy bread rinds and threw them into the laughing faces that mocked him so. “Suck on that, you rancid scrote sacs!”

			With a collective disgusted “Ugh!” the boys leaped to their feet and, with their bare hands or with napkins, ineffectually dabbed at the pulpy mess that adhered to their clothing. Anselm’s blood ran too hot to fear the warning that flashed in their eyes, although he knew he was in for a severe pummeling the next time their paths happened to cross.

			Anger blazed in Richard’s close-set eyes as the oozing white mush dribbled down the front of his pristine yellow tunic. “Why you little—”

			“It serves you right, you set of shit-weasels!”

			“Anselm!” Of course, Mother would choose that moment to start paying attention to him again. “What kind of talk is that? Apologize at once!”

			To those three tosspots? Never. He stuck out his lower lip and stared at his boots, scuffing them through the deep bed of floor rushes. Mother was wise enough of his ways to know when engaging in a particular battle would prove fruitless. Once Anselm dug his heels in, no amount of threats would sway him. In that respect, he was much like his father.

			So Mother chose another weapon instead. “I am so sorry, boys,” she said in her sweetest tone. “The poor child is overtired, I expect. After all,” she said, taking him by the hand, “it is way past time he was in his cot. Good night, my dears.” With those humiliating words, she dragged Anselm away from the table.

			“He probably still has a wet-nurse,” someone muttered at their departing backs.

			As the guards closed the hall’s doors behind them, Richard’s booming laughter still rang in his burning ears.
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